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Nottingham Trent University
The most striking tendency in French cinema from the mid-1990s onwards was the return of the social, a return which signalled the re-emergence of an overtly committed cinema. Despite its ambiguities, the mobilisation of the cinéastes in defence of the sans-papiers in 1997 was clearly part of this repoliticisation. From the leading role the filmmakers temporarily assumed through their spontaneous launch of a petition and through their place just behind the sans-papiers themselves on the Paris demonstration, one might be tempted to conclude that the world of cinema was playing a leading role in the rebirth of large-scale political protest. 1 However, a more measured evaluation of a broader context would suggest the conclusion that it was the mass mobilisations of 1995 which signalled a change of the socio-political climate in
France, and which created the conditions for the rebirth of a committed cinema and for subsequent mobilisations such as that around the sans-papiers.
The 1995 revolt itself contained clear echoes of 1968, not least by its size.
Like the celebrated événements, it was driven essentially by the base, escaping attempts to control it from above; furthermore, it did not lack a utopian dimension (as evidenced by its slogan 'Tous ensemble!' challenging the individualism of an apparently triumphant neo-liberalism). It is thus tempting to make links between post-1995 cinema and radical post-1968 film. However, the 1995 mobilisation, essentially a defensive reflex, was not 1968, and the type of cinema that it helped to generate would be very different, requiring a different approach and framework of interpretation in order to pin down its specificity. It is this specificity that this article will attempt to trace, asking more particularly if, from a political point of view, . 2 Together they help us to map out why older forms of political cinema are no
longer possible and what cinematic commitment might mean now.
Reprise returned to a legendary piece of 1968 cinéma direct, the Reprise du travail aux usines Wonder. Made by students from the IDHEC, the earlier film had captured (as if by miracle) the precise moment when the workers at the Wonder battery factory at St. Ouen had gone back to work as the events of May wound down.
As if by miracle too, it had also caught the scripted debate between the key players of the period-the CGT, the CFDT, the PCF and the gauchistes-as they rehearsed what seemed the clear choice facing the Left at the time: reform, or a radicalisation of the struggle. Finally-and this is and was a key part of its appeal-it had recorded the (beautiful) face and voice of one anonymous woman worker revolted by a return to work with so little gained and with so little changed. The film began as an attempt to trace this woman, to offer a reprise (a second showing but also, perhaps, a new beginning) to the voice of refusal. Le Roux and his team found and interviewed all 2 P o s t -P r i n t the key players present on that day, asking each to review the original film and give their account of the events surrounding it. 3 As they did so, and to the director's own surprise, a broader picture emerged, that of the modern history of the banlieue ouvrière, of the working class and of the political and union actors who had framed its struggles, bringing them to national visibility and giving them meaning and direction by articulating them with a broader political project. While the factory had been a place of exploitation, often feudal relationships and desperately grimy conditions, the work, the sociabilities and struggles associated with it, and the broader frame of the banlieue had provided clear class-based identities and oppositions and a spatial context within which they could be played out. The drama had a cast and a stage with all the major actors within striking distance. Yet the key figure-the woman herself-remained unfound. So, while those who had given revolt a frame, kept firmly in the past by their present selves, had become phantoms on a film that recorded that which was dead, the revolt itself, unscripted and thus undated, was astonishingly alive. It had lost its space (the banlieue ouvrière), whilst its enemy, still identifiable and locatable in the Tapie era, was faceless and out of reach. Set free from its previous narrative frame and the voices that had accompanied it, it was now both raw and immediate, the voice of pure pre-political refusal, kept alive not least by the contemporary return of all that the working class had seemed to be leaving behind. The woman's cry, 'c'est dégueulasse', repeatedly heard on Le Roux's Reprise, still lingers in our ears, reminding us that the unacceptable is still with us, now without a progressive political project to domesticate it (by naming it, by connecting it to other contemporary struggles and by promising it justice in the future). This combination of raw, unscripted revolt and pressing, undomesticated injustice that we find in Le Roux's film is a strong pointer to how committed films of the current period will be radically different from what has gone before.
Initially planned in 1986, when Le Roux was disturbed to see a new generation of students with no 'mémoire militante', the film was on the editing give an immobilising solidity to a people who should be absent.
Varda's Les Glaneurs et la glaneuse, a road movie driven by an initial refusal but with no destination, can perhaps show us a way to think through the challenge of dealing with diverse, minor resistances. Despite its lightness of touch and resolute good humour, Varda's film also has revolt at its core, in its case refusal of the exclusions and waste associated with the systems of production and consumption of a triumphant capitalist order. It begins by looking at how a massified system of producing and distributing potatoes mass-produces waste, even as people struggle to feed themselves and their family. Potatoes that are too big, too small or simply the wrong shape are discarded with no attempt to redistribute them to those outside the circles of consumption. The discarding of that which does not fit becomes a metaphor for the exclusions of the socio-economic system, its indifference to nonproductive 'misfits' and its incapacity to produce solidarities. Varda's filmmaking, opposing its inclusive, humanist ethics to the system's materialist indifference, gives each individual equal respect and attention, allowing each to express their own personal story, as they comment (in their own way) on systemic absurdity while revealing personal stories and attitudes that have no immediate value for her study of glanage. As she tracks lorries laden with consumer goods round France's major highways, she also circulates on the nation's minor roads, taking the time and space to gather up different forms of localised resistance, non-conformism and struggle. Because neither has an overarching project, they both refrain from a fixed and totalising interpretation of the pieces that they assemble as they attempt to comprehend the past or map the present. 10 Rather than predigesting the real that they encounter, they invite us to decipher it, pushing us towards two compelling questions.
How can we make sense of what we see? How can we bear it?
Critical understandings
Although large-scale studies of the return of the social in French cinema are still lacking, there have been a number of important articles that have begun to map out the terrain. These articles have tended to converge on certain key issues, issues that I will sketch out and connect to the discussion of Reprise and Les Glaneurs. réalité', and which explores flux and encounter on the social terrain without mobilising a mediating political discourse. 11 The filmmaker Claire Simon suggests something similar when she says, 'Du film militant on est passé à "Qu'est-ce qui se passe ici, en bas de chez moi"?' 12 Jeancolas, in an important piece in Positif, talks of a 'réel de proximité', one involving intense exploration of a limited social terrain but without access to a stabilising, bigger social picture. Politics is no longer the already known that one puts into the film with pedagogic intent. Politics, raw and immediate, is what emerges from the irruption into the film of the real and thus of the other, of a conflictual present and of social structures. 13 In a later piece, Jeancolas again
suggests that the specificity of contemporary political cinema lies in an encounter with the real, and with the 'rapport de forces au sein d'une société donnée', that may harden into an ideological stance. 14 Prédal's reference to 'films cris, souvent tournés au premier degré' suggests a similar vision of an openness to the real that is unmediated and violent. Beugnet notes that a shared feature of the films she studies is their refusal to present a real that is coherent and immediately comprehensible.
The rawness of this real is reflected stylistically by less polished cinematography and a turn towards non-star and amateur actors within the context of relatively low-budget filmmaking.
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Making comments that are undeveloped but deeply suggestive, and drawing on Lacan, Serge le Péron distinguishes between reality and the real. Reality is that which we already know, a stabilised, normative and totalising social order (akin to the Lacanian symbolic). The real is that which is normally unseen but which hurts (the hidden power dynamics of relationships). Cinema's role is to bring this uncomfortable and disruptive real to visibility. 16 Although the other critics 9 P o s t -P r i n t 
Critics of the new realism
Criticism of the cinema under study cluster predictably around two tightly linked astonishing Rosetta, she has internalised the system's core norm of competitive individualism, not its ideological mask of pseudo-rebellion. She embraces convention only to be rejected by it, becoming, through her failure and isolation, the inevitable negative accompaniment of competitive individualism. The real rebel in Zonca's film is Isa. Appearing to have learnt docility, she splits herself between reality and her dreams and thus absents herself from her humiliated social being.
Like Rosetta, the film turns the conservative discourse of exclusion on its head.
Rather than suggesting that the excluded are on the outside because they are insufficiently like insiders, it shows that, faced with structural exclusion, the outsiders 16 P o s t -P r i n t can only survive by rejecting the system's 'reality principle'. La Vie rêvée is oppositional without being propositional, but the struggles of its characters highlight both the system's inherent violence and the existence of behaviours that escape its logic.
Rancière 
Ambiguous politics
Beugnet's perceptive comments still seem to suggest that one can distinguish between the genuinely progressive film and the one that is wedded to cliché. I am not so sure.
I would suggest that current French cinematic production is fundamentally ambiguous due to the lack of an overarching oppositional project that would provide us a clear At this point I will turn to Nadia et les Hippopotames, the film that Rancière used to centre his argument that a certain fusion of the fictional and the real were no longer possible, and suggest how one might find traces of renewal in it, alongside the deeply hackneyed. Through its bringing together of trade unionists and the Mother Courage figure, the film, as Rancière noted, fuses two distinct modes of appearance of the real, the réel de la reconnaissance and the réel de la surprise. While broadly accepting this analysis, I would like to suggest that these 'réels' might be configured differently. While the activists embody a 'real' which is mediated by a politics which is collective, discursive and institutionalised, Nadia is a character whose relationship to the real is urgent, physical and unmediated due to her lack of a politics, her isolation and the precariousness of her existence. Initially and unsurprisingly, she and the strikers cannot understand each other. They speak two different languages P o s t -P r i n t and belong to two different stories, two different 'realisms'. 22 It is only when the van that carries them breaks down that they come together fully. In the face of bare physical necessity, notably the need to keep warm, a double transformation occurs.
The disembodied 'Tous ensemble!' of the strikers takes flesh and becomes rooted in the group's immediate experience while Nadia's raw individual needs are raised to the political and to the collective. In its own way and albeit clumsily, the film is carrying out the kind of translation from sectional needs to a more broadly shared collective demand that is essential for the positing of a counter-hegemonic politics. Rather than starting from a politics or a party, it knows that it must first bring together its forces and seek a common ground among divergent individual claims. It is building from the ground up. Its decor of nighttime and cold punctuated by the warmth of groups and camp-fires is a reduction of politics to an elemental minimum that can serve as a common ground, as well as a recognition that, with the current return of mass vulnerability, the desolation that many face is simultaneously political and physical.
Revolving around contrived encounters and events, Nadia is an out-and-out melodrama and thus of a scorned, 'unrealistic' and apparently hackneyed genre. But perhaps melodrama has also shifted in meaning. If we accept the broad argument that the relative withdrawal of oppositional politics and the fragmentation of old classbased solidarities has meant that isolated individuals must confront unmediated social and economic forces, it could be that melodrama can have a genuine purchase on the social. It may indeed be a privileged way to engage with the uncushioned collision of the violences of the system with individualised resistances and refusals. It is hardly a coincidence that a whole cluster of recent films-including Dever's La Voleuse de sharply defined utopia opens up space for the federation of diverse oppositions (an articulation which is nonetheless problematic, given the difficulty of including gay and feminist struggles without subordinating them to a class-centred logic). Feher considers the Left's current role to be a tactical response to a specific context, but he notes that it cannot, in the longer term avoid pinning down who is to provide its base, who is the enemy and what its long-term project is to be. 
